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Vija  Celmins  is  a  West  Coast  artist  not  often  seen 
on  the  East  Coast.  Since  1964  she  has  regularly  ex- 
hibited objects,  paintings  and  drawings.  The  sub- 
jects of  her  drawings  have  been  the  parched  desert, 
the  cratered  moon  and,  most  recently,  the  infinite 
sea.  The  drawings  in  this  exhibition  focus  on  the 
sea  and  its  apparent  infinity. 

There  are  a  number  of  paradoxes  that  come  to 
mind  when  looking  at  the  work  of  Vija  Celmins. 
The  major  concern  of  her  work  is  the  paradox  of 
continuum.  She  sets  up  her  drawing  within  a  care- 
fully defined  border,  so  the  continuum  is  only  ap- 
parent because  the  drawing  does  not  extend  off  the 
edge  of  the  paper.  To  investigate  that  continuum 
Celmins  chooses  such  timeless,  endless  subjects  as 
the  sea,  the  desert  and  the  moon.  All  these  images 
appear  infinite.  However,  the  artist's  isolation  of  the 
images  defines  their  borders.  She  freezes  the  image. 
Hence  the  infinite  is  limited  by  the  artist.  In  Cel- 
mins' case  the  initial  stage  of  limitation  is  her 
choice  of  photograph;  the  final  product  is  a  trans- 
lation of  the  photo  image.  Celmins'  hand  and  eye 
transform  this  objective  mechanical  image  into  a 
personal  vision. 

The  space,  light  and  use  of  edges  define  the  effects 
of  Celmins'  subjective  image.  She  creates  a  space 
that  is   simultaneously  infinite   and   shallow.   The 


perspective  is  ambiguous.  We  can  sometimes  sight 
a  high  horizon  point  in  her  drawings,  allowing  us 
to  feel  that  at  least  one  of  the  points  of  view  is 
somewhere  below  the  picture  plane.  Still,  it  is  im- 
possible to  situate  oneself  firmly  in  terms  of  that 
high  horizon  point.  The  eye  drifts  according  to  the 
peripheral  expanse  of  the  drawing.  The  studied 
placement  of  the  drawing  on  a  large  piece  of  paper 
heightens  the  effect  of  the  frozen  edges,  which 
truncate  the  image  unexpectedly.  The  border  in- 
trudes on  the  continuous  space. 

The  surface  reinforces  this  ambiguous  space.  No 
one  gesture  is  more  pronounced  than  any  other. 
The  overall  effect  is  what  counts.  Each  gesture 
interlocks  with  another,  creating  a  fluid  graphite 
surface.  Her  drawings  are  the  outcome  of  per- 
sonally detailed  marks,  gestures.  We  admire  the 
slowness  of  the  process,  its  precise  execution. 

It  is  ironical  that  Celmins'  transformation  of  the 
mechanical  creates  a  subjective,  contemplative  im- 
age. The  effect  of  viewing  these  drawings  as  para- 
doxes is  not  disturbing.  The  paradoxes  are  gentle. 
The  ambiguities  encourage  not  confusion,  but 
quiet  thought. 

Elke  M.  Solomon 
Associate  Curator,  Prints  and  Drawings 
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Catalogue 

All  drawings  are  on  paper  with  graphite  on  acrylic- 
sprayed  ground.  Dimensions  are  given  in  inches, 
height  preceding  width. 
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